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ABSTRAC^T • . ^ ^* ' 

This paper describes a variable-credit advanced 
writing course that allows non-English majors to set their own goals^ 
for/ writing and to deve'lop^ specific writing skills that apply to 
thei^ ma jor. fields* The coursie is a unitized sequence of three - ^ 
five-week sessions. The first session discusses 'the theoretical 
product mpdel and process model for the iJhole essay and for paragraph 
s^evelopment. The second unit is more practical tfean theoretical in,V, 
Wproach, developing skills needed, for writing style^ such, as 
sentence structure, ^ word choice, proofreading, and revision. The 
thir4 unit emphasizes reading and research techniques and requires 
help from teachers .in other disciplines. Students provide samples of 
their writing and elect to participate in any one, or all, of the 
sessions, derpending an their needs, goals,, and available time. 
(RL) 
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A major concern of today's^ writing^ courses, from the freshman to the- 
advanced level, is the problem of directing our students to write for a 
specific audience- We teach them to vary their rhetorical techniques, to 
choose their' language carefully to reach their intended audience — to maximize 
their alternatives and strategies* in writing. Yet what do ve\ as 'teachers of 
writing, do to reach our audience--or , more precisely, the varied audiences 
in our writing classes? From freshman to advanced composition we may have 
finaLly become convinced that our courses must meet th^ needs of students and 
can no longer give them either a "cultural" introduction to literature or a 
workshop in how to write "personal" essays. But what have we substituted for 

V * ' ' ' 

these traditional and, in their owif way, stilt ^wprthwhile, concerns? . \ • 

At Virginia Commonwealth University there, has been a ch^ange in the .right 
direction: since freshman composition is a service course, its goals were 
formulated only .after discussion with administrators and faculty from the 
various schools o£ ^the' university. These goals include the ever-popular 
"back to the basics" plus a real -attempt \o giv^ students the tools they will 
need in other university .courses, particularly research, tools. .^Advanced 
courses in technical writing, legal writing, and business writing have been 
added to the curriculunf. Yet, in many of tftese courses we blithely go on 
teaching students MLA standard documej^ration, hardly considering that signif- 
ic^ntly less than one percent of the students in 'each of those cVasses^will 
engage in literary scholarship. We exchange valual)le ideas of meetings^ like 
this one about i-atisfying^ student needs and maximizing student alternatives-- 



but putting t1 



'fiose ideas i 



nto practice hasn't been* easy. 
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y New course content — admitting, fpr example, that legal, techaical,*^ 
and business writing may require *diffe^rent skills and models than tVie. 

. -\ ^ ( . 

traditional advanced composition offer^-.-is one way of increasing those 
alternatives. But ther'e is another ^pptoach to. maximizing student 
alternatives separate from' (but also remted) to course cpnteht — an 

approach that allows the student to. practice the kind of writing he 

{ • ' ' ^ \ ' ' 

needs (thus getting out of the MLA rut) ih the time he is willing to 

Spend, And that is a vai;iable-credit uninized system, most useful in.' 

advanced composition, but with many aspects applicable to freshman 

composition ancf techni^cal writing as well. \ The kind of variable-credit 

advanced writing* course I shall desqribe works towar'd these two goals:' 

giving students the chance to practice the kinds' of writing they actually 

do\and doing it, in the time span they choose, 

variatle-credit advanced writing course begins with t'hree basic 

assumptions "^b^ut students who take the course^: one, they are there 

voi-untaril^because* they know they need h^elp; two, they have specific 

writing ta4lc8\ either f rom another university^class or a job assignment; 

and three, they^now, at'^Teast approximately, how much time and effort they 

are willing ito devote to their writing. The instructor should begin with^at 

least two main princi|jles: one, effective written communication is a series 

of learnabll \skiXJs; ana two, these skills can bd taught best in a unitized 

I ■ \ 

process sequence. , • ' , ; \ 

•V;. ' \ • 

These assumption's are-particularly important kn an advanced composition 

\ ■ \ ' ^ ' 

course for nonr^^English majors such as the one I am \d escribing. The course ds 

- 1^' •• ^ ■ A " 

not require^, rtor does it fulfill any requirements 'fior the English imajor. 

- 1 ■ . .• \ ■. • 

Students enroll^ because th^f instructors in their md^or fields tell them 

: ' \ 

they had better if they wfnt to pass their courses ^nd\ because they know they 

" / ' ' \ " • 

will get help where they need. it most — with' papers due in other classes, 

' • / ' • . 

.» ' ' • 

/ . Q • 
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•^es^ Students, -then, know they have' problems, although they may 
help lft»*pinptfinting exactly what th6 problems are^ ' 



V 

•need otir 



We don't fieed to be reminded that few stuc^nts nowa^Sys wart to write 
well fbr its own sake-whatever that iiteans. • Most students who enr'oll 'in ' 
writing courses beyond .the freshman level (other than 2^iv^ Writing) do 
80 for very specific reasons.-^- Not, "what's the b^est.way to writs a technical 
report," they" ask thep'retically, but "how do you write a research paper for 

. Urban Studies 348?" -"How do you prepare a tase study for Social Work 522'" 
."How.db you revise an AnthropolQgy 201 book report to .ihange the 'grade from ^ 

^ F+ to something, hopefully, better?". That thes'e students tend to be' strongly 
goal-oriented ("I have this research paper to write," they moan sadly) is 
actually a 'plus for th^e writing, instructor . . Mo£ivati,on-that bid bugaboo of 
required courses and of student evaluations of teaching-cones jJirectly from 
the student. And there are- not only specific tasks and audiences for these 
assignments, but there is usually direct feedback to the student -.-not iu^t 
from his^ writing, teacher but from that "real" audience. Perhaps the'D he ' 
receives on \a mass communications term paper will convince him that effective 
writing is worth the effort more 'than all our ovan pleadings about' the glories 

of the language ^ 

"I 

^Time is money foX^these students. '^Most of them juniors and seniors^ 
man^of them graduate stWnts (who are "in the course because their theses 
won't be accepted until\he\^^>fix up" the writing), some, particularly at ' 
urban institutions, yorking pr>f;essiongl.ly on jobs . for- which^^they must J^r^pare 
.-written repbrts-'th-ey haye neither the time no» the desire to -tteturn to ^ay ' 
• one-freshman ,c^oJnpo3ition-nor to study the theory and practice of style from 
-^scahm to Tom -Wc>lfe-,a' traditional concern of Advanced. Composition; noble 
pursuits, inrfeedj but' hkrdl^ invke line t>f the chemistry 'or sociology n^ajor * 



7' 



ma 



who has a research paper due ift tl;iree weeks and plans to spend the next . 
twenty days in a state ot mild panic and severe depression. ^ 

Some of these students (let me add here to- brighten the picture a 
litttle), have neither the time, desirS";- nor, need to repeat freshman , , 

* V • , - < 

English. ' For th6m a'dvanced ^composition i^ the place to pick up a few ^ • 
specific additional. skills# like writing an effective process report for ][\ 
« lab or p^^paring a' ptoposal for ah honars'.^roject. Process lYigythese 
students through a yra^diti'onal semester ^br quarter; course is i ike making 
someone read the OED from cover to cover merely to "find out hoi^ to .spell I 
V^rape/' Surely there ^is a better \^ay to give^ these students what they ^ | 
heed— ^ndl'^^perhaps & little more— and tjhat' w,ay. is thi^ou^h variable credit^ 
Bu-t'What about the teacher of /advanced composition for non-English^ 
iors faced with these sltudents; hungr^^^ only -for t^^^t ^ in bis1:or.y or * • 
psychology? Those of us whose primary traimng is lit:er>ary,. or;\ atvbest^ 
how-t^teaqh the 500-wQrd theme, face some-very special problems ,^ But ., 
we .also gain some verV special advantages 'Tfie:^ diversity of gfals and ], - 
projpcts the studentg bring to a variable-credit class, not to- meritioa-' • 
their coming and going every five w^ejsj^, (as T wilL explain, in a moment),- 
may threaten anarchy in the classpiJom,. but is really ^^n opportunity to* 
bring new ideas and^methoda to teaching-many of which can be carrierd 
back to revitalize a tired f^eshm^n com^ition class. 

And even with students doing different kinds 'of wc^rk for different 
numbers of credits- there is' ^o nee^ to giv6- up^ organization, syllabi, and 
advanced planning forCthe course--indeed, fehey are essential,. Student 
alternatives ar9 maximized not through a -breakdown: of "conventionar* : 
te'iching methods /rolesVoiJganizations (although that is certainly possible), 
nor, I insist^ b^ -loweting standards of' effective Writing? . clear prose, anS 
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correct grammar--but by "le'tting students choose the particular tasks t^ey 

will accomplish, how they can beet meet thjetr own writing goals, and how 

mucji time they will ^ut in behind a hot pencil. This system goes beyond 

simple contract gradfng/in that credits, kinds and amounts of work done 

are negotiable. If the instructor chooses to contract for quality grades 

(A,B,C, etc.) he can , do so with this system. I, for one, choose not. Thus, 
* — . . ^ ♦ 

a variable-credit advanced composition course can serve the neecls of varied 
students and varied faculty teaching styles. 

There are three major factors to consider in organizing a variable- 



credit course anfl in assigning credit to students. They are: one^ how 
much time the student. spends in class completing class assignments. This 

• . ^. - ^ • • - 

first elesrent can be further factored: ,will the class be divi^ed^ into \:hree 
five-week sections for one credit each, or will students be able to come 
once or t\7ice per week for one or two^ credits, respectively. Although both 
systems are possible, in practice tKe latter turns out to be highly impnobable 
It is more efficient to altow one-credit students -who cannot meet the full 
*class -schedule to take >tlve entire course as a tutorial. . The important thing 
here is the flexibility of choice* 

f 

* The second factor is the amoa-nt of writing the student will do. This, 

of course, can depend on his assignments from other cfasses. The instructor 

max us6 number of finished pages, or also consider the difficulty and time 

of each individual assignment* If the student does not have enough work for 

other classes to satisfy the requirements, he can easily create" his own 

tasks, modeled^on ones for other classes--or, if that falls, I'm sure every 

>i: ' ' ' ' 

instructor, has a trunkful or useful assignpients for the student, who, doesn't 

know what to write. But in a course letting students write for other classe^ 



this is harSiy ever a problem. 
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The third factor is the specif ic writing-^skills tfie student must ' T 
demonstrate—best if they are agreed upoft in advance by student and . 

r • - ' - ^ 

teacher. These might: include paragi^aph-^rganization, .effective transions, 

' ' ' / • • . ' ■ • •' 

preclsp, sentences, corre^t^documentati*on (in whatever foi:in the stjudenf 
uses), etc* etc. '\ ' ^ 

The, simplest •procedure, which consicJei;s fll these factors is to assign 

6ne credit iEor each f lye \jieeks of .classwork and eirght or^nine pages of 



written work, allowing the ^tuderit';'to develop his particular^writing goals 
(based on the skills, process ori^niz'a^^on I v ill sugges t in a moment). 

Many students, howeverf^ in £act, the vast majority in the two years 
I have, b'e^n teaching this course-^chdose to stay beyond their -original 



int:entioti, ' Thejr either voluntariXy\and unofficially 'audit additional* 
week's or. offici?ally add credits, Thi»s.e \^ho stay -unofficially <jp so * *^ . 
because they are gaining skills they ^d\V jthink they jieed, or hardly 
knew existed; those who sJfeiy of f icially\u^^aliy-have additional papers 
assigned in otJ>er .courses . -The flexibility o£ adding credits or^ven 
joining the class f9r the fixst time — evefy five j^eeks during the semester 
appeals to students* Even' more Appealing, they can alsC drop credits 
*as tjiey go along if they ckn't keep up to the pace they set at the staii^* . 
In addition, ^rhdy may take this variable-credit cqhvde for one credit 
each of 'three semesters running — or whenever they have. papers for other 
classes.- A total of "three credits wi^l be allowed toward graduation. 



however the s^tud^nt arranges, them* - 

..One. course brganization that works particu 



larl^ well 



11 divides the 



course into thr|ee fLve-week "segments , each self-contained units, but 

the second two build on .skills /from the previpus '^ones * Thus a student 

/ \ , « ^ • 

who enters for the second unit "should 'alr.eady be fairly prof icient ^rj^ the 
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.skills of the first. This c^an be determined iri ^ brifef wifiting sample. 

And the fact th^t. freshman composition is a pre-requisite ensure some 

basic business skills at the starts but not many. 

The first unit, called "The Whole Thing," presents^ to the student ' 

pro'duct and process models tor the w^iole essay as welX^ as for .individual 

paragraph* development. Epical organization and. clarity of ideas are \ 

. . . • • ' » * * 

emphasized^^ Students ^are presented with a form into which they can / 
\ . ' \ Jy" 

- . *j . / ^ • - ' f 

plug any immediate assignmeats. Let me emphasize that the "product 

model" is a. suggested form 'not a fail-proof formula.' ^t giVes students" 

% 

a clear picture of 'what their assignment shotild- "Look like"' when they're 

comple€ed--whe^e all the pieces go from the title to the thesis- to th« 

\ ' ' ^ '"^^ 

supporting evidence td" tl\e footnotes.' It is particularly important; to » 

\ 

give this ijnmediate access to the^whole ^hing since* papers in other 
courses may be due almost at once.-> The content of the product model 
need be no differejit from'what we teach ijfi freshman composition (the 
50(Sword theme*), the finer points of -each segment djf the model--ef f ecti\jl*e 
opening paragraphs, good/sentence style, clear transitions and signals ^ 
etc.* — can be added later.— ^his difference in delivery (doing the whole' 
thing at orice) is a shift from ^T^ij^^l freshman course'in which you 
traditionally build up to th'6 500-word, theme at the end, I claimed , 
•earlier that a majo^^p^l of this coiirse^is to help the student me^t \ 



th^ irequirements -^ofwritin^* Jpr his own field, and one model for all (nay* 

seeni^like a contradiction. But all kinds^^of i^ividual help (which you 

can give\as the semester goes on) won't do much good if he dan't get his 

ideas into some kind of logical order--fast. 
f. • ' 

That is Vhy.the presentation of a "process modei^ i^ as important 
^ . - . • ■ — - * ; . \ 

as the product model. . It's one t^ing t&^show the student vSfhat hi^ essay 
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should look like when it's finished, We all know Jiow much good that does, 
Wliat the student^oeeds and deserves from us is a method for achieving that 
prodi^t. And unless- you believe writing is a series o^skills, you can't 
very well give^him thSt prac ess —which is, at last you're probably thi-tik- 
ing—the rationale for those two assumptions for the instructor I mentioned 
very early. Giv^ them a step-by-step process andtheylll give you the^ 
product/ Rememb^r^ing, of'course, tHat ' flexibility should be built irito". 
both die product *and ^ the process, ^ 



.......... 



two'<. 



. . The second focus of the fii^t five^weeljis Is paragraph development. 
Both product and process modelsUare presentjed, I give my students, for. 

.''Ill ... 

example, models for'^thirty to fcnrty kinds pf ^paragraphs (depending on my 
energy 't^at week) at^he drop of a latchel they, can write one,' 

*or»thirty of those ^cindsr. Like forty different paragraphs on the way 

y ' * (' ' • ' ' 

MacDona]Ld^9, makes hambyrgers. - ' / " A< * 

^ The secojid unit moves into style, sentence structure, >and word 

choice,, emphasizing proofreading apdf revising^ techniques , a practical 
/r - * /; ^ / * * • «. ^ 

jr. _ ^ ^ 'I 

ratherthan theoretical -approach. Studerlts who have only one paper to 



write befoi'e graduation and who will, they say, ^have a secretary to 



. correct their spellbug (let's hope the pecretary takes the course too) 
'mII hardly be interested in goin^ beyc/nd the 'first five weeks'. , But 

manjr- sljudents will. The variabl^e-creHit ^approach gives them that ifholce.- 

' 1 I . . • - * * 

They can even skip the; middle, fij/ve weeks and return for the third unit, 

as same ot them do. 

"^Th^ firfet two units (the \vrliole theme and st^e) may require 'some 

fancy footwork'^fr.<^' the*' instructor becajise of the speed with which a' 

great deal' of material^jhust hk pr^'^en^ed. xBut there* is little that ia 
' - • i ' • ♦ 

new' in content^ "JTiat makes it 'easier. It^'is only in the third" unit, . 

* * \ ^ . ' * 

Yead^ng and research techpiqu^, that the instructor"wili need to ^tailor 
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* 

his Materials, to meet specialized student* needs — the biologist, or Uhe 
business analyst, for example. But the students should bring models 
with, t^iem from other courses or professional situations. We can't be 
experts iti everything, and we shouldn't' try. We neeh the" help of 
faculty in other disciplines to giy6 us the models they want -their 
students fo follow. And this is project I am currently very much 
involved in at VCU, ' * ' . , 

Course organization, then, can be relatively simple; the paper- 
work, hopefully, will be left. to the registrat's office^ I have special 
permis*sion, for example, to ad<} and delete students from my rolls when 
I turn in my final grades. Thus I do not have to^keep sending in new • 
rolls and cla«s intormat^^ion every time a student adds or changes credit: 

yariable credit advanced^ composition^ for non-English majots, then, 

offers these special advantages to students and facuLty: , 
» ' ^ * A 

(1) ^mphasi§^on pra^ctical writing skills 'rather than, theory' 

(2) emphasis on helping students nieet hi« particular -writing n^eds 

t3) offering students a choice of credit an^ workload 

(4), jftaximizing, the alternatives for learning and teaching effective 
communication for students who write only when they need to. 



